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Brooks physicist applies science to sport of powerlifting

by Rudy Purificato, 311 HSW

BROOKSAFB, Texas— He's probably the only American
physicist who can dead lift 450 pounds. In fact, Dr. John
Taboada is perhaps the only retirement-age scientist whose
idea of a senior discount is getting 10 percent off a set of
barbells.

At an age when many people have become ‘ dead weight’ as
couch potatoes, this 57-year-old Air Force Research Labora-
tory optical researcher has applied scientific principlesto mas-
tering powerlifting.

“ 1 think I now know what hel pslifters execute the mechanics
of adead lift. Thebar bendsupward for afew milliseconds. The
energy applied goes into the bar which is delivered to the
weight,” Taboadaexplains. While powerlifting physicsissmple, ( y Sy
Taboadalearned the hard way how difficult the sport isto mas- < Qa0
ter. ' :

Prior to 1992, his only previous experience * throwing his
weight around’ was asaFox Tech High Schooal athlete. “1 played
varsity basketball and tennis, but back then therewas no weight
training,” hesaid. Following graduationin 1962, he abandoned
sportsfor acareer as an atomic and molecular physicist, earn-
ing aTexasA&M University doctoral degree.

A Brooks scientist since 1968, Taboadawasn't activein sports
here until he hired an electrical engineer. “William Robinson
wasthe state champ in powerlifting. Heintroduced and coached
mein the sport,” he said.

Powerlifting fulfilled along-dormant need. “ Since my youth,
I’ve been a competitive sports individual. However, in later e . EET
years| didn’t have time for team sports.” Powerlifting, how- | tpyg GRIT - Brooks scientist Dr. John Taboada
ever, became anatural progression for Taboada » uses applied scientific principles to master

“Atfirst, powerlifting didn’t seem to meto beavery exciting powerlifting. Taboada will participate in the

sport. | quickly realized there’ squitealot of excitement in push- national U.S.A. Powerlifting meet, Killeen, Texas,
ing the body’s capacity to lift weight without hurting yourself, in March.

“ he admits.

Powerlifting's three events of squat, bench press and dead
lifting weight initially appeared to be adaunting challengefor the5' 7,” 140-pound Taboada.

“ If you stop to assess the actual weight you'relifting, it's frightening. It does seem that muscles and bones are not going to
support the weight. There's definitely afear factor. “

Taboada learned hisfirst important lesson: intense concentration is required. “ You have to mentally eliminate distractions
while commanding your musclesto respond to the challenge. It's an expl osive process, there'stremendous exertion applied to
the weight in just afew seconds. “

Before Taboada tackled hisfirst weight, he had to condition hisbody. “ I1t's a matter of systematically training your body to
incrementally increasing levels. At first, | had to overcome the challenge of pain and exhaustion. It takes quite abit of mental
staminato stick with the training program.”
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Powerlitting continued on page2



Power lifting continued from page 1

Asarookie powerlifter, Taboada could only squat lift 60 percent of his body weight and bench press and dead lift about 100
pounds. Within three years, he waslifting twice his body weight. He accomplished thiswith aregimen of twice weekly one-and-
a-haf hour fitness center workouts.

“ | had to devel op various muscles groups. However, | did injure myself,” he admits when describing how he deluded himsel f
into believing hecouldlift 400 pounds. “ | herniated adisk in my back. | wasamost paralyzed. My doctorstold me my weightlifting
days were over.”

His physiciansdid not, however, takeinto account Taboada s perseverance. “ | was determined to return to powerlifting.” He
conducted his own prescribed physical therapy that featured isometrics and no painkilling medications.

“The pain wasamost unbearable. | told my doctorswhat | wasdoing. They feared | was going to becomeaparaplegic,” hesaid.
His‘true grit’ paid off after about two years of recovery therapy. In 1995 Taboada entered hisfirst state meet.

“ | thought | wasready,” herecalls. Hisscientific nature had eclipsed any reason aman in hisearly 50s may have developedin
life. “I"'man experimentalist by occupation. | experimented on myself to seeif at my age| could enhance muscle mass.”

Taboada succeeded in devel oping muscle mass, increasing his body weight from 140 to 189 pounds over afive-year period.
Nonetheless, being stronger didn’t fully prepare him for the reality of competition.

“ My first meet was adisaster. | didn’t realize the criterianeeded for asuccessful lift until | saw it demonstrated.”

Hea so made atactical mistakeinattemptingtoo highaliftinhisfirst event.“ | had squat lifted 310 poundsintraining, but those
liftsweren't ‘ official.” Onceyou declare an opening weight, you can’'t go downin weight onthe next attempt.” What resulted was
ameet-ending hamstring pull on Toboada sfirst attempt.

“ | learned several lessons, including the importance of stretching.” He also learned proper movements associated with each
event.

By 1999, Toboadahad placed first in hisweight and age category. Most important to Taboadawas |earning proper balance and
leverage needed in each event. At the state meet in December, Taboada achieved a personal best 450-pound dead lift, and equaled
his best lifts with a 340-pound squat and 205-pound bench press. In doing so, he qualified for the national U.S.A. Powerlifting
meetin MarchinKilleen, Texas.

“ | “m stronger now than I’ve ever beenin my life,” said Taboadawho may be Brooks' version of the former diminutive
Olympicweightlifter nicknamed ‘ Pocket Hercules.” @




